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By the time of Blair Caropbeli^ prominent 

British rhetoricians of the eighteenth century, the tradition of classical 
rhetoric had "become tenuous. rhetorical of which 

were destined to "be the source of a lasting nearly a century* 

were elaborate theoretical structures centered chiefly arotiad written 
composition and grounded in eighteenth century faculty psychology* Sinoe 
Jimerican educational theory until well past "the middle of nineteenth 

century based on a theory of mental discipline that presupposed a 
similar psychology -t Blair f s Campbell's books well for 
use in Imericaa colleges where they standard texts until the 
Civil War. 

The earlier American rhetorics, which to appear in quantity 
after 1850, were little more than revisions of British texts* In the 
seventies and eighties, howeiBr, as American education took on a more 
practical cast to adapt it; to contemporary conditions, rhetoricians tried 
to accommodate rhetorical theory to the educational philosophy. Their 
success was only partial, for they no real break with the abstract 
approach of the earlier writers f chiefly simplifying traditional theory 
by deleting its less practical features. there much talk of 
the importance of practice in writing, the texts of these years showed 
little actual understanding of the writing process. 

As the educational reform movement reached its climax in the 1890 f s, 

rhetorical theory became for a short time more vital* There was 
an effort to combat the notion of rhetoric as primarily an academic exer 
cise and to establish it as a discipline serving an essential function 
in society This attempt did manage to discredit many aspects of the 
eighteenth century rhetorical tradition* but it did not last long enough 
to allow the formulation of a conprehensive system of theory to 
replace the old one that had been abandoned* 

A Main reason why the ideas were so quickly buried was a sharply 
increased emphasis on correctness in the mechanical details of writing, 
a tendency steaming partly from the widespread imposition of college 
entrance examinations in English and greatly reinforced by the widely 
publicized "Harvard Eeports" on composition rhetoric issued in the 
mid-nineties* As this ideal of mechanical correctness became the pri 
mary goal of composition teaching rhetorical theory reduced to 
little more than rules for paragraph construction, awl two sets of 
abstractions: Unity, Coherence f ami Emphasis; the "Poiar Poms of 
Discourse* 1 * All three of these items of theory encouraged a mechanical 
conception of writing, a view of -writing as a classroom exercise without 
social implications. 

With the restriction of rhetoric to the bmsiness of" teaching the 
mechanics of writing to freshmen* the subject rapidly lost status 
I sola-bed in the curriculum ami ovb off from it vital relations with 

t-r 



other disciplines, it offered no professional to 

of ability night given it vigor* It delegated to grad 
uate students and junior instructors^ who generally looked on composition 
teaching as a period of probation before being assigned to literature 
classes* 

The period 185Q-19GG was certainly not a distinguished one in 
history of rhetoric* At the tine* fifteen 

of the century the development of modern in coapos- 
ition* the formulation of rhetorical categories that only in recent years 
hame begun to be questioned , the establishment of mechanical correct 
ness as the chief aim of composition teaching, a is still 
perhaps the most widely accepted of any* period is* therefore^ of 
some significance in furnishing the background for in composition 
today* 
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